
Purapurawhetū and The Pohutakawa Tree:  The Writer’s Perspective – Bruce Mason & Pohutakawa Tree 
Page 1 

Accessed from The Arts/Ngā toi materials  www.tki.org.nz/r/arts/drama/purapurawhetu 

 
 
From the writer’s perspective –  

Bruce Mason & The Pohutukawa Tree 
 

 
Bruce Mason wrote The Pohutukawa Tree nearly 50 
years ago. Because he is no longer alive, others (who 
have been closely associated with the play’s making) 
talk about it here. They are Diana Mason, Bruce Mason’s 
wife, and Richard Campion, Mason’s long-time friend and 
colleague. 
 
Drama from life  
 
Like Purapurawhetū, The Pohutukawa Tree draws parts 
of its story from direct life experiences. Diana Mason 
recalls that the idea for the play first came into shape when she and Bruce 
lived in Tauranga for a while:  

Right next door to my father’s orchard, which he left Bruce to 
manage while they went over to their seaside cottage at the 
Mount, was a Māori pā. The woman Bruce took for his Aroha 
came and helped my mother in the garden. She was very 
aristocratic Māori, as he portrayed. Her son, whose name was 
nothing like Johnny, was the person who helped Bruce pick 
and pack in the orchard, and he used him as the counterpart 
for Johnny Mataira. [from transcript of a video interview with Diana 
Mason by Janinka Greenwood, 2002] 

 
She also talks about the way Bruce drew on their own family for the 
characterisation of the main Pākehā characters: 

He based them [the Atkinsons] loosely on my parents. It was just a bit 
of family satire. In a way I suppose there was a little germ of truth 
underlying it, as there always is in these things that stimulate a writers 
mind, in that I do remember that in our wedding, which was 
considerably in advance of Pohutukawa Tree, my mother shouted out at 
the top of her voice: where are our lovely Māoris? [from transcript of a video 
interview with Diana Mason by Janinka Greenwood, 2002] 

 

Bruce Mason
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But the interaction between life and art seems to be a two-way street. Diana 
Mason also talks about the impact The Pohutukawa Tree had on Bruce’s life 
direction.  

[It prompted] his realisation that what he wanted to do with 
his life was to write. That didn’t happen in England. There, he 
was trying to see if he could open any doors as an actor. 
Pohutukawa Tree was what changed his mind for him: that 
what he really wanted to do was to write. 
 
He had a very intimate relationship with [that play]. I also 
think he firmly believed in it as a piece of stagework. [from 
transcript of a video interview with Diana Mason by Janinka Greenwood, 
2002] 

 
 
Bruce Mason’s role in development of NZ theatre 
 
Bruce Mason is perhaps one of New Zealand’s best known playwrights. Over 
his career, he wrote a considerable number of plays, including a solo show – 
The End of Golden Weather – which he performed throughout the country. 
 
The Pohutukawa Tree, which was studied by several generations of School 
Certificate candidates, is seminal both because it was one of the first to deal 
with the relationship between Māori and Pākehā, and because of the impact 
Bruce Mason had on writing for New Zealand theatre. 
 
In the late 1950s when Bruce Mason wrote The Pohutukawa Tree, there was 
no full-time professional theatre in New Zealand, and there had been very few 
plays written with a New Zealand context. 
 
Both he and his friend Richard Campion had spent some years in England 
learning the craft of acting and, in Richard Campion’s case, also directing. 
After they returned home, the dream to start a New Zealand theatre company 
lead to the formation of the New Zealand Players, of which Richard Campion 
became the Director. 
 
Prompted by his experiences while he lived in Tauranga, Bruce Mason also 
began to write. Richard Campion describes the way his friend was drawn to 
Māori material: 

[Bruce] found that the Māori-Pākehā relationship was the 
most significant thing of this period. We were standing at the 
crossroads. People didn’t know what to do about Waitangi – 
was it all passé? So he took this theme and made this play. 
[from transcript of a video interview with Richard Campion by Janinka 
Greenwood, 2002] 

 
When he finished the script in 1957, Bruce Mason took it Richard Campion to 
read and consider. They decided the fledgling New Zealand Players would 
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mount a workshop performance. This was because, for audiences fed on 
theatre that came from Britain or occasionally America, the subject matter of 
The Pohutukawa Tree was somewhat of a risk. As Campion recalls: 

It was my job to run a professional theatre company, and I had to make 
sure everything we delivered was going to be financially successful, and 
also reach out to [our audience]. I felt [Pohutukawa Tree] was trembling 
on the verges of [making] Pākehā resentful. Could we do it and would 
we get an audience for it? So all right, Bruce, we’ll do a tryout at the 
rehearsal rooms, but we’ll do it as a production, doing it as best we can. 
[from transcript of a video interview with Richard Campion by Janinka Greenwood, 2002] 
 

So the play was first performed in the New Zealand Players’ rehearsal rooms 
in Newtown, Wellington, in 1957.  
 
Then in 1959, the British Broadcasting Corporation made a production for 
television. Richard Campion’s memories of this landmark event highlight how 
important the nuances of language and performance are to the integrity of the 
work: 

The BBC took it up. They wanted the woman who had played the lead 
for us to go over to London to assist this famous actress in how to play 
the Māori role. About half way through, the famous actress turned to the 
producer and said: “This is stupid. This woman can do it far better than 
me. I want to withdraw. You use her”. [from transcript of a video interview with 
Richard Campion by Janinka Greenwood, 2002] 

 
This international attention led to the New Zealand Broadcasting Corporation 
producing a radio version. During the 1960s and 1970s there were many 
amateur productions around the country. It became a standard text for the 
School Certificate English examination and was studied by several generations 
of high school students. But it was not until 1984 – two years after Bruce 
Mason’s death – that The Pohutukawa Tree received its first, fully-staged 
professional production at Wellington’s Downstage theatre. Richard Campion 
was the director. 
 
 
The evolving text 
The text was first published in 1960, and then Bruce Mason revised it after he 
directed a performance in Dunedin. This revised edition was published in 
1963, and has remained the standard text. 
 
During the work-shopping and initial performances, the script went through 
several evolutions. Richard Campion recalls different versions of one 
particularly important speech: 
 

This is the one Bruce brought up to my home and we read 
together…. This is where [Aroha] decides what her future’s 
going to be. 
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She says: “Your cross a sword to cut my people down. You go 
everywhere, you English. There are people who have lived in 
one place for a thousand years. But what of that? Wherever 
you can, you force your way in. But they might not like that, 
so turn your collar back to front and talk to them of love to 
keep them happy. And while they are thinking of love, take 
their land, using them and hemming them in, making them 
work, cut down their forest, watch the spoil of land slip into 
the sea, foul the waters, and always, always while they show 
pain in these things, talk to them of love. When the clever 
Pākehā quarrels you’ll ask them to fight his wars, send them 
off to kill and be killed, and those that return wait for the 
great bomb that the clever Pākehā has made to destroy the 
whole world. And now Mr Sedgwick – yes, you with your collar 
back to front – will talk to me of love. 
 
The light of the world, no light; only dark, dark, dark.  
 
What has your Christ brought to me: affliction, disgrace, 
shame.”  
 
She goes on to say good bye and she dies. Two old women 
come in and sing a chant. We hear the birds and it’s all over. 
Well you see, I think that made a difference to people’s 
minds. [from transcript of a video interview with Richard Campion by 
Janinka Greenwood, 2002] 

 
He compares this with an earlier version: 
 

It was this much quieter: “Then on my honour, I chose what 
must be the way of pride. I’ll go proud unto my death, if that 
is all I have left. I will die true to my past.”  In other words 
it’s intellectual... [from transcript of a video interview with Richard 
Campion by Janinka Greenwood, 2002] 

 
 
Bruce Mason, in his Introduction to the Revised Edition of the play in 1963, 
wrote that: 

As a result of directing the Dunedin season, I have made 
minor amendments to the text, amounting mostly to 
reduction of some over-explicit speeches. 

 
In this edition, Aroha’s final speech is much closer to the shorter version than 
the longer: 

AROHA, rising slowly: Then, on my honour, I choose. I choose 
if it must be, the way of pride. I will go proud down to my 
death, for that is all I have left. I will not be humbled, I will 
die true to my past. No, not even for Him will I weaken; I will 
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not carve up my life, slice by slice from the whale. I go to 
Whetumarama and the gods of my people. That is my victory. 

 
However, Richard Campion seems to have preferred the longer version, and in 
fact re-introduced it into the script for the 1984 Downstage production. 
 
Discussion topics: 

• Which version of the speech do you prefer? 
 

• Why do you think Bruce Mason made the changes?  
 

• What might be the differences between reading the speech on the page 
and hearing it on stage that might have made Bruce Mason feel the 
longer version was “over-explicit”?  
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Activity 1: Social ritual playmaking 
 
 
Read the section of text of The Pohutukawa Tree given in Extract 8 (quoted 
below), in which the wedding speeches are made. This scene captures the 
atmosphere of a Kiwi wedding of the 1950s.  
 
 

1. Working in groups, select another social ritual that is characteristic of 
New Zealand life as you know it. (Possibilities include a rugby game, a 
noho marae, a Sunday barbecue, a hangi, a school ball, a sports trip, a 
kappa haka festival, Sparks in the Park).  

 
 

2. Define and select a role for each person in the group, taking care that 
the roles are distinctively different and represent the range of people 
who participate in the selected event. 

 
 

3. Find a phrase and a movement captures your selected role. 
 
 

4. Refine the phrase and the movement to its essentials. 
 
 

5. Exaggerate the body movement, stretching it to its full potential. Make 
the vocal delivery crisp and forceful. 

 
 

6. Build up a performance sequence using these mini-roles. They can be 
in any order and could be repeated many times. 

 
 

7. The sequence could be expanded to a full scene, by allowing the 
characters to interact briefly between repetitions of their ritualised 
sequences. 
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============================================= 
Extract 8: The Pohutukawa Tree  Act 1, Scene 2 
 
 
GEORGE, with a rapid glance at his notes: And so, on behalf of my…wife! 
 
 laughter and cheers. 
 

…and myself, I thank you for all the lovely presents you have given us and 
for the good wishes that went with them. If I may say so, it argues well– 
 

SYLVIA, hissing: Augurs! 
 
GEORGE: What? Oh. Augurs well for our future life together. 
 

He sits down. Loud applause. The guests break up, and regroup. DR 
LOMAS, an old Scot and something of a card, approaches the bridal table. 

 
LOMAS: Listen everybody! I’m going to claim a very special privilege! I’m going  

to be first to kiss the bride. And you know why? Because I was first to see  
 her. Yes, at two o’clock in the morning, nearly twenty-one years ago, I  
 came to this house, did my stuff and there she was, 7 pounds 12 ounces,  
 a truly delectable little morsel, squawking like a piglet. 

 
SYLVIA: Dr Lomas! You are awful! 
 
LOMAS: Never forget a birthweight. He looks around. Queenie? Six pounds  
 twelve. Johnny? Ay, a fine boy: eight pounds two. He stares a moment at  
 one of the guests: No, Madam. You’re not one of mine. Hawke’s Bay, by  
 the look of you… So, because I’m not the oldest friend you’ve got, bar  
 none! I’m claiming my rights. Stand up girl. Give me your cheeks, lass. 

 
SYLVIA stands, embarrassed. He kisses her. Cheers. 
Right: first blood to me. Now it’s open slather. Be in, lads. 
 
Several rush to it, and SYLVIA endures it with a good grace. The noise 
becomes hubbub. This is quelled by CLAUDE JOHNSON, a cheer-leader 
born. 

 
JOHNSON: Friends. Friends! Yes, there’s going to be another speech. From me! 
 
 Groan. 
 
 Now, now, now. It won’t take long. You all know me. I’m Claude Johnson, 

bred at Te Parenga. And it’s my very pleasant duty to propose the health 
of Clive and Isobel Atkinson. 
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The guests prepare to drink, but shouts them down. 
 

Now I’ve known these young people for a long time, longer than I care to you. 
Why, Clive and I were privates together; shared each other’s sorrow and pain. 
And a lot more besides! 

 
Laughter. 

 
CLIVE, smiling, but urgent: Sssh! 
 
JOHNSON: Then Clive met Isobel, a whirlwind romance and Clive asked me to  

be his best man. So you see, I was in at the kill! 
 

MRS ATKINSON: Oh really, Claude. Clive didn’t bring down a dead duck! 
 
 Laughter. 
 
JOHNSON: Isobel always pulled me up for my picturesquire speech, didn’t you  
 Iz? So you see folks, I’ve known these people a long time and I’ll tell you  
 what they’re made of. The best! Just the best there is. 
 
VOICES: Hear, hear. 
 
JOHNSON: Now Clive’s father, old Tom Atkinson, brought most of Te Parenga  
 from an old Maori joker…. what was his name, Clive? Whiti, Whoto….. 
 
ATKINSON: Whetumarama. 
 
JOHNSON: Yeh, that’s it. Never could get my tongue round Maori. 
 
 The guests, as if by accident, clear to reveal the sombre face of AROHA. 
 

The very land we’re standing on was thick in virgin bush. It had to be 
cleared by hand, cut down, burnt off. And when the land was clear it all 
had to be grassed: only tussock here, so the seed had to be brought for 
England, twelve thousand miles by sail: makes you think, doesn’t it? And 
you know, in two generation, it looks like rolling English countryside. This 
fine old house: it’ll last as long as an English castle and it’s full of 
memories; built out of the best Te Parenga totara. It’ll see all of us out, you 
bet. Well, Clive and Isobel stayed on at Te Parenga. Squire and squiress, 
they stayed on! I didn’t, you know. Haven’t lived here for thirty years. 
Nothing to keep me! I don’t work the land: I only sell it. And every 
Christmas, I say to Clive: come on, you old sod, get out and see the world! 
What’s this little one-horse joint forty miles from town, what’s it got? Sell, 
boy, sell! Leave it to your Uncle Claude. He’ll get you a good price for it! 
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ATKINSON: And a good commission too, I’ll bet. 
 
JOHNSON: Well, I’ve got to live, Clive, same as you. But he won’t. Just smiles  
 and smiles and sticks on here like limpet. And when I come back, well you  
 know: I can’t blame him. The sun, the bare hills, old Rangitoto out there,  
 the beach to walk on at night: makes me wish I’d never left it. So Clive  
 stayed on and worked his land. Good on him. He’s the salt of the Kiwi  
 earth. So I ask you to charge your glasses and drink the health of Clive  
 and Isobel. 

 
All drink. CLAUDE leads the guests, fortissimo and prestissimo in ‘For 
they are jolly good fellows’ and there are calls of ‘Speech! Speech! CLIVE 
ATKINSON rises. 

 
ATKINSON: Mr Johnson: friends. You know, Claude’s a trimmer. Trust him to try  

and make a sale in the middle of a wedding! Man: you’re built on sand! 
Never mind: he’s a good old stick and I’ll give him his due. Thanks, 
Claude: thanks for everything. Well, friend: this is a sad day for us. No 
offence, George: you’ll fell the same when your chicks leave the nest. 
There’s only Mum and me now–  
 

MRS ATKINSON: Don’t call me Mum! 
 
ATKINSON, through laughter: All right: Gran and me, sitting alone on our big  
 house with no patter of tiny feet to liven it up… 
 
GEORGE: Wait and see, Mr Atkinson! 
 
 SYLVIA slaps his hand playfully. 
 
MRS ATKINSON, through laughter: Now don’t think you can park your kids on  
 me, Sylvia! I’ve done my dash! 
 
 More laughter. 
 
ATKINSON: But with the loss of our daughter. I’d like to say how pleased we are  

that a fine young man like George Rawlings is taking he away, and from  
what I can see, Sylvia, you couldn’t better hands… 
 

GUEST: What about his arms! 
 
ATKINSON: Now, now. Don’t embarrass the poor children. I suppose you know  
 that George was by way of being an ace in the war. Flew hundreds of  
 missions and got the DFC for bravery…. 
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SYLVIA: And bar, Daddy! 
 
ATKINSON: What? Oh yes. And bar. Well, I’m proud of that. And I’m proud of  

this country. You know what all the boys said when they came back from  
 the war: other places have their points, but there’s no place anywhere like  
 this. George did his job and what was that job? To keep this wonderful  
 country for us. And when I think we’ve been here only a little over a  
 century and we’ve fought in three wars…. Well, it makes me proud to be a  
 Kiwi. So I’m going to give you a different toast, one you don’t often hear at  
 weddings but one I’d like to hear more often. I give you God’s Own  
 Country: New Zealand. 

 
He is moved and his voice is husky. The guests murmur “New Zealand” 
but drink self-consciously. One lady who has been waiting for just this 
opportunity, springs forward and like a choir-mistress, leads the assembly 
in ‘God Defend New Zealand’. 

 
WOMAN, piercingly: ‘God of Nations, at Thy Feet…..’ 
 

Everyone joins in the first line but no one knows any more and the New 
Zealand song peters out. 

 
WOMAN, baffled: Don’t you people know our national song? Oooh! She retires, 
 disgusted. 
 
GUEST: Hey! When are you going to cut the cake? 
 

SYLVIA looks at George and they rise uncertainly to perform their ritual. 
MRS ATKINSON, tearful, joins them. The knife is put in. 

 
JOHNSON, irrepressible: Come on, now, what about a song? What about the  
 gayest little song to greet the happy pair? Sing, sing, sing! ‘Why were they  
 born so beautiful….’ 
 
ALL: ‘Why were we they born at all!’ 
 
 JOHNSON grabs a large lady and brings her forward. 
 
JOHNSON: This is my wife! 
 
ALL: Hurray! 
 
JOHNSON: And she’s said she’ll sing! 
 
ALL: Hurray! 
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MRS JOHNSON, furious: Claude! I did not! 
 
JOHNSON: Now then, Bertha, no pikers. 
 
MRS JOHNSON, weakening: I don’t know how I’ll sing without a piano. 
 
JOHNSON: Give it a burl, old girl. 
 
MRS JOHNSON: I’ll hit you in a minute. All right: I’ll sing ‘O Promise Me’, For 
 Sylvia and George. 
 
 
 



Purapurawhetū and The Pohutakawa Tree:  The Writer’s Perspective – Bruce Mason & Pohutakawa Tree 
Page 12 

Accessed from The Arts/Ngā toi materials  www.tki.org.nz/r/arts/drama/purapurawhetu 

Activity 2: Collage of post-colonial attitudes 
 
 
All the characters in The Pohutukawa Tree have been affected by over a 
century of colonial history in New Zealand. Each group is trying to make some 
kind of sense of living in the post-colonial world: 

• The Māori characters are grappling with foreign occupation, loss of land 
and a conflict between two different value systems.  

• The Pākehā characters are trying to come to terms with being products 
of a society that, while it may have originated from a British way of life, 
is now developing separately on the other side of the world, and 
includes living with Māori. 

 
 
 

1. For each of the characters in the play, select a number of ‘moments’ 
(actions or spoken words) that capture the way each one is (or could 
be) wrestling with, or asserting, their identity. Write each of these 
down on a separate piece of paper. 

 
 

2. In groups, put some/all of these ‘moments’ together in a collage that 
illuminates some aspect of the 1950s understanding of New Zealand 
identity. (One way of working to make the collage is called ‘silent 
negotiation’. Without talking to each other, members of the group take 
turns in changing the order of the lines/actions until consensus is 
reached.) 

 
 

3. Perform the resulting script in such a way that it makes sense. 
Experiment with the way lines are spoken. Add action, silence or any 
other elements that work. 
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Activity 3:  Deconstructing post-colonial discourse 
 
Read the section of The Pohutukawa Tree given in Extract 9 (quoted below) 
in which Aroha and Mr Sedgwick talk religion. She is convinced that she has 
found in Jesus a way of bringing together Māori and Pākehā values, and Māori 
and Pākehā people. (By the end of the play this belief has fallen apart, and 
Aroha has rejected the Pākehā world completely.) 
 
By the time this play was performed at Downstage in 1984, New Zealand 
society had gone through nearly 20 years of change from when it was written. 
Some in the audience were critical of the character of Aroha and questioned 
whether she was an authentically Māori character. (Note: 1984 was the year 
when 2000 people marched in the hikoi to Waitangi, Māori parents threatened 
to boycott School Certificate, the Kohanga Reo movement was emerging, and 
the concept of ‘Māori sovereignty’ came to nationwide notice.) 
 
In 1957, however, many Māori as well as Pākehā had bought the dream of a 
present of a racially harmonious society and a future on Pākehā terms. 
Aroha’s behaviour fitted a pattern of thinking and talking that was shared by a 
large part of society in the 1950s. Such a thinking and talking pattern is called 
a ‘discourse’. 
 
When we are part of a discourse, it is often hard to look it objectively and to 
take it apart – that is, to ‘deconstruct’ it. It is easier to deconstruct a 
discourse in which we are not taking part. 
 
Have a go at deconstructing the discourse in this scene: 
 
1. Examine what Aroha says to Sedgwick, then consider the following 
questions: 

• What can you find in her words that show she has been assimilated into 
a Pākehā way of thinking? 

• What evidence can you find that shows she still holds to traditional 
Māori values? 

• Is there conflict between these two discourses? 
• If so, how does she reduce the conflict? 

 
2. Examine what Sedgwick says to Aroha, then consider the following 
questions: 

• What can you find in his words that show he is a product of the thinking 
of his time? 

• Can you find any evidence that he is starting to recognise value 
systems outside his own? 

• Does he avoid or recognise any conflict of values? 
 
3. What does the dialogue in this scene show us about the process of 
colonisation?  
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============================================= 
Extract 9:  The Pohutukawa Tree  Act 1 Scene 1 
 
 
SEDGWICK: I have received a letter. 
 
AROHA: A letter? What Letter? 
 
SEDGWICK, drawing one from his pocket: It came addressed simply: ‘The New 
 Minister, Parenga.’ 
 
AROHA, suddenly rigid: What is the postmark? 
 
SEDGWICK, peering: Tamatea. 
 
AROHA, softly: They lost no time…. What does it say? 
 
SEDWICK, handing it to her: read it. 
 
AROHA: I need my glasses. Please read it to me. 
 
 SEDGWICK opens the letter and hesitates. 
 
 What is it, Mr Sedgwick? 
 
SEDGWICK: There are things in it…. 
 
AROHA, grimly: I can guess them. Read them all. 
 
SEDWICK, reading: ‘To the New Minister at Te Parenga. Man of God , 
 greetings from the…..Garty …er….’ 
 
AROHA: Ngati-Raukura. The name of the tribe. 
 
SEDGWICK: ‘Te Parenga, where you now preach the Word of God is the  
 ancestral home of the……Ngati-Raukura….?’ 
 
 She nods. 
 
 “Our kinswoman, Aroha Mataira, still lives there on land that belongs to us 

and her. She is a proud woman, tough and stubborn as an old stump. For 
ten years, we have been asking her to sell the land and come to us in 
Tamatea. But she likes better to grow old at Te Parenga, working like a 
slave for the Pākehā Atkinson, whose ancestors took our land from us. 
Her two children live there with her, in a world neither Maori nor Pākehā. 
Man of God: she will listen to you, but not to us. Use your power with her 
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to sell the land for the good of those who own it with her. We need now 
money urgently to build a hall where the young can dance and old gather. 
We ask you, Man of God, to entreat the Pākehā Atkinson to add her land 
to his, for like all Ps he has a greed for land. One bite more: he will be 
happy. May Aroha Mataira then come to us with her children where she 
can take her place as leader of the Ngati-Ruakura. We would honour and 
cherish the granddaughter of the great Whetumarama. Eagerly will we 
await your reply, which will come like music of flutes to us. We sign our 
names…..” I’m afraid I can’t read the names. 
 

A silence. 

 
AROHA, broodingly: Slice by slice from the whale. 
 
SEDGWICK: I beg your pardon? 
 
AROHA: The great words of Whetumarama. My grandfather. To the British  
 Governor. 
 
SEDGWICK: What were they? 
 
AROHA, suddenly large and imposing: ‘God made this land for us. It cannot be  

sliced. If it were a whale, it could be sliced. Do you return to your own 
country which was made by God for you.’ 
 

SEDGWICK: Magnificent. 
 
AROHA: A dance hall! That the Ngati-Ruakura should come to this! Te Parenga’s 
 sacred ground for a dance hall! 
 
SEDGWICK, remembering QUEENIE: Do not young people dance? 
 
AROHA: Swilling beer and going to seed; a lot of laughing clowns for the Pākehā  
 to gape at. Euh, I can see them. Once I went there, five years ago. I came  
 back sick to my heart. My tribe had rotted, rotted away. 
 
SEDGWICK: Forgive me: I am a newcomer and don’t yet know your ways. But  

are you wise, Mrs Mataira, to cut yourself away from your own people? 
 

AROHA, rising: Man of God: you are on the site of the greatest victory ever won  
 by the Māori over the Pākehā. Look over there. What do you see? The  

oranges and the lemons of the Atkinson orchard. See instead a great  
totara forest. And here, where my house stands. See the pekerangi where  
the warriors crouched, muskets set to fire. Down there on the beach,  
where those Pākehā children play, see the great ship Alcestis, white sails  
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spreading, moving into Te Parenga Bay. Four hundred soldiers aboard 
her, red coats and crossed straps. And here, where this old pohutukawa  
stands, see the puwhara of Whetumarama where he took his stand, like a  
star shining in glory, his taiaha raised to strike. Queenie! Queenie! Bring  
the taiaha of Whetumarama! 
 
 She begins to mutter to herself, an old battle chant. 
 
Ka whawhai, ka whawhai, e he! 
Ka whawhai, ka whawhai, e he! 
Ka whawhai, ka whawhai, ki roto ki te awa…. 
 

QUEENIE appears, bearing a ceremonial, carved spear, which she 
gives to her mother and stands by the porch, watching. 
AROHA moves up to the tree. 

 
AROHA: The Pākehā captain got as far as her: placed a ladder against the puriri  
 wall and climbed half way up. Face to face he came with Whetumarama:  
 Māori and Pākehā, holding each other’s eyes. Then Whetumarama raised  
 his arm and sss! the taiaha sped to the captain’s heart. Down he fell,  
 down, down, bleeding his life into Te Parenga’s earth. With that it was all  
 over. The Pākehā fled, leaving behind him two hundred dead, lying out  
 there like great patches of blood. The great ship Alcestis spread its wings,  
 borne away on the great wave of fear. Te Parenga pā was never taken by  
 force. Only by time; Pākehā time. Slice by slice from the whale: by time.  
 You ask me to leave this place, hallowed by blood. I will not, I stayed here,  
 in the shadow of this old pohutukawa. It was planted by Whetumarama  
 himself. On the day after the battle, he planted it where the Pākehā  
 captain fell, that its red flowers might be a sign of blood between Māori 
 and Pākehā for ever. She shudders. Euh, how he hated them! I too, hated 
 them. Until He came to me. 
 
SEDGWICK, fascinated: Who? 
 
AROHA: The Lord Jesus. 
 
 SEDGWICK is taken aback by the majesty of her statement. 
 
 With a painful intensity: He came to me in a dream. Glory was on His  
 Face. Abide, He said, abide. Keep my covenant between Maori and  
 Pākehā. Let my Cross be your guide…. It was late: I rose from my bed  
 and took this taiaha in my hand. I went to the church, your church. I had  
 never been there before. There He was, hanging like a fly by the nails,  
 blood on his hands, His feet, His poor, poor side. Her voice is clogged with  
 emotion. The moon shone on the stained glass and played on His Head. I  
 fell to my knees. I took Him then as my king, the great Ariki of my soul.  
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 And I gave Him this. I offered it to Him as the sign of peace between Māori  
 and Pākehā. It is holy, blessed. And I stay in Te Parenga to keep my trust.  
 This last acre, this last slice from the whale, I keep for Whetumarama and  
 for his peace with Jesus the Christ. No tree is cut, no stone disturbed. It is  
 a holy place, now and forever. 

 
She lightly touches the taiaha with her lips and gives it to QUEENIE 
who receives it with awe and goes into the house. 

 
SEDGWICK:  You make me ashamed. Ashamed for my race. Scouring the world 
for land and money. A trail of blood everywhere. 
 
AROHA: Your Christ came in that trail. He knows every shame, every dishonour. 
all the wound of the world. And His love to heal them. 
 
SEDGWICK: Yes. 
 
AROHA: Do you see then: I cannot betray Him for a dance hall. 
 
SEDGWICK: Yes, I see that. But your children: do they share these feelings? 
 
AROHA: Āe. Because I keep alive in them the traditions of my race. Would they 
get that at Tamatea? Where the Gospel is derided? Where all that counts is 
pleasure and growing fat? Here we labour together. Mr Atkinson is a fine man; 
his people have been here three generations. Side by side we labour; together 
we heal the ravaged land of Te Parenga, make it fruitful. In a year my daughter 
will go nursing: heal the ravaged body. And soon will my son complete what his 
poor father could not: spread the Word of God to heal the ravaged soul. 
 
  A pause. 
 
SEDGWICK: Has he a vocation for this? 
 
AROHA: He will find it. 
 
SEDGWICK: How, Mrs Mataira? 
 
AROHA: God will speak to him. As He does to my people when they work the  
 fruitful earth. 
 
SEDGWICK: And then? 
 
AROHA: I send him to you. 
 
 


